clearly evident in André Brink's oeuvre. The dialectic between fiction and history, or the interaction between text and context, has become an important literary device that Michael Green (1997) skilfully encapsulates in the title of his book, Novel Histories. The title, which could be read as new histories, histories of novels, or novels on history, intimates the possibility of different interpretations and emphasises the ambiguity of language and the complexity of social discourse. It also raises the question of different perspectives and the postmodernist tendency to erase the traditional boundaries between history and fiction. Consequently, history could be seen as fiction and fiction as history.
The white woman in history/fiction
Within the contemporary South African literary scene, the focus is increasingly placed on the many stories that have remained untold, the life stories and experiences of the oppressed and the marginalised that have been omitted from the historical documentation of the apartheid government. In South Africa the concerns of women had often been relegated to second position on the political agenda. However, since the 1980s the plight of Third World and black women, who have been subjected to a double marginalization on account of race and gender, has been recognised and foregrounded in fiction and autobiographies by authors such as Miriam Tlali, Bessie Head and Ellen Kuzwayo. Yet white women also have their own story to tell as women and it is argued in this article that the emphasis on the victims of colonisation has perhaps obscured the problems of gender also shared by white women and has consigned them to stereotypical roles in society. The white woman occupies a controversial role in history: she is either associated with the oppressor (coloniser) from an indigenous perspective, or perceived as part of the oppressed (colonised) as a woman dominated by the patriarchal and orthodox structures of authority. Both Susan Greenstein (1985:231) and Dorothy Driver (1988: 3) remark on the unenviable role of women in colonial enterprise. While the former remarks on the perception of the white colonial woman in Africa as "both oppressor and ancillary victim", the latter asserts that "women were used by the patriarchal and imperialist system to reproduce the crucial dichotomies". To perceive white women simply as colonisers would tend to marginalise their contribution to South African history and literature rather than recognise their commonly shared interests with other women.
Three women in search of a future
It is this stereotypical image of the white woman in South Africa that the three novels A Sport of Nature, Die reise van Isobelle and Imaginings of Sand attempt to subvert. The respective authors (Gordimer, Brink and Joubert) confront history and re-view it without ideological blinkers in the same way as Kristien, the narrator in Imaginings of Sand, acknowledges her role in history when she says: "I know the extent of my responsibility, and what it means to be exposed here to past and future alike, conscious of origins and possible endings" (59). Although published in 1987, A Sport of Nature shares the exploratory nature of the other two novels and reflects a sense of the "new, more inclusive political moment in South Africa", as Sarah Nuttall (1998:75) defines it. All three the authors attempt to understand and define the particular role played by white women in South African history and society and to posit a plausible scenario for the future. This article is an attempt to determine how they counteract the stereotypical perceptions of white women who generally function within the limited confines of family, church and home in South African literature. It is extremely significant that a male author like André Brink participates in such an enterprise. His contribution not only emphasises the need to include women in South African history, but extends the historical perspective to incorporate indigenous women as an undeniable part of that history. It is also significant that the conclusions of all three the novels discussed in this article demonstrate open and positive stances towards the future5. This feature highlights the function of literature as a form of social conscientization and as a barometer of social discourse. In a fascinating article on conclusions in Afrikaans novels that were published during 1993, Heilna Du Plooy (1995:46) identifies the novels' conclusions as points of orientation for readers. They act as implicit directives to action or introspection because they constitute a point or intersection at which fiction terminates and reality intrudes. She (Du Plooy, 1995:52) empha sises the implicit relationship between text and context when she states:
En as die skrywer en die leser in dieselfde wêreld, in dieselfde tydvak leef, sal die implisiete outeur se finale visie in die slot van die roman vir die karakters 'n eskatologiese verwagting impliseer waarmee die leser van die teks weggaan.
The reader is left with a choice similar to that of Hillela, Leo and Kristien (characters in A Sport of Nature, Die reise van Isobelle and Imaginings of Sand respectively). In contrast to the stereotypical images of women, the respective female protagonists, Hillela, Leo and Kristien, all endeavour to cross spatial and temporal boundaries in an attempt to determine their individual and social responsibility or "connection" to the past and South Africa. Their endeavours are graphically represented in the form of journeys which they undertake outside the borders of South Africa -journeys that form part of a metaphysical quest for identity (Burger, 1998:73) . In the process they attain personal development and a growing sense of historical and political awareness which lead them to develop from situations of dependence to independence and finally interdependence. These novels then constitute an attempt to illustrate the necessity for re-vising the past and exposing the roots of and reasons for discrimination, as well as envisioning a positive resolution to the impasse of recrimination. In Hillela's case, she represents the culmination of several character traits such as the independence of spirit and freedom of choice developed in Gordimer's female protagonists in preceding novels -for instance, Rosa Burger and Maureen Smales. As far as Leo and Kristien are concerned, they both acknowledge their sense of political responsibility and freedom to choose their own future. The former as a legacy inherited from her ancestral female family members, and the latter, from her grandmother's accounts of her distant past and the feats of her remote ancestors. Gordimer, Joubert and Brink all investigate the legacy of apartheid from different positions in the culture and gender spectrum. They also use different literary conventions. In a A Sport of Nature, Hillela conforms to the role of a picara in her search for identity. The fact that she attains a dubious status as the General's second wife at the conclusion, is typical of the ambivalent status of the picara because she becomes part of the hypocritical society that created her. Elsa Joubert traces the evolution of political consciousness in four generations of women to show the hidden obstacles of prejudice they had to overcome and André Brink reverts to a meta-history of women through the medium of magic realism to juxtapose past and present and make the past more relevant to the present.
Gordimer's hybrid picara
Gordimer's acute awareness of history and its interaction with context cannot be ignored in the interpretation of her work. As she is very conscious of the role of the writer in society and feels herself committed to expose social injustice in all its guises, "relevance" and "commitment" form the main tenets of her writing. Greenstein (1985:230) Burger' s Daughter (Gordimer, 1987) , Maureen Smales and Rosa Burger re spectively, provide an important backdrop for the character of Hillela in A Sport of Nature. They explore the basic problems that Gordimer also experiences as an artist, namely, the struggle to establish a personal and social identity in a colonial, male-dominated, revolutionary society. Rosa and Maureen react to racial and social inequality in different measures and by different means. Rosa comes to the realisation that she is inextricably connected to the socio-political and historical reality of her time but she assumes responsibility on her own terms. Maureen, on the other hand, seems to take an impetuous step into an unknown future but it is her own choice for survival.6 Both these protagonists have to come to terms with the past in order to attempt a new future. As protagonist, Hillela displays a combination of the features identified in Rosa and Maureen. She shows Rosa's independence and Maureen's adventurous and impetuous spirit. Her success can be attributed to her unconcern for social convention, her uncanny ability to adapt -an almost chameleon-like aptitude -and her disdain of hypocrisy. She follows a vagrant lifestyle with mostly shallow emotional ties -she mainly depends on physical relationships -with the result that her journey through life is strewn with transitory relationships. Cooper (1990:71) specifically com ments on her sexuality which she perceives as a radical passion allowing Hillela to merge and flow "with her environment, her daughter, her friends, her lovers". This quality and her instinctive sense of survival are the main characteristics she displays in her travels and various affairs throughout Africa, Europe and America. Whether she acts as nursemaid, agent, lecturer, mother or wife she always manages to manipulate the situation in her favour. She blatantly exploits her sexuality to gain power: firstly as wife to a guerilla leader and then as second wife to a general. To her, the attainment of an individual, recognised female identity is 6 Brink (1994:176) argues that it is a logical conclusion and that it has "a much larger resonance" because "the assertiveness of Maureen's choice confirms it as an option (personal, sexual, political, cultural) for everybody else caught in the interregnum? (Brink, 1994:176) . This action foreshadows Hillela's final solution to her own dilemma.
concomitant with political power. Consequently, although she emerges triumphant at the end as wife to the first black general to gain power in South Africa, her position seems uncertain and dependent on her sexuality. The narrator is an important directive in Gordimer's fiction. As Martin (1986:4) astutely observes in a comparison between Coetzee and Gordimer, the role of the narrator is an attempt "to discover and understand (at least in part through the very act of narration) his or her own responsibility within that crisis". In this sense, the conclusions of the novels provide a significant insight into Gordimer's representation of the future of the white woman in South Africa. Although she exhibits a profound awareness of human nature and acknowledges the inevitable corruption of power, she seems to leave the responsibility squarely on the shoulders of the reader. Through Hillela she projects a possible solution in the form of adaptation to Africa as a hybrid, yet, the role of sexual power in this process is not sufficiently clear. one not to see the wood for the trees. If Leonora was able to identify this debilitating adherence to a cause that distorted the perspective of her younger brothers, the readers should also be able to perceive the difference between ideology and reality.
Brink, women and history
In Imaginings of Sand, Brink interrogates the role of women in history by recounting, in the person of Ouma, the personal histories of her female ancestors. By using multiple narrators and resorting to magic realism, he subverts the "factual" content of history and draws attention to the sup pressed voices of women in South African history. As a mode or genre, magic realism is very effective in the novel because it "serves as a site for cultural critique and change" (Bawarshi, 2000:336) and illustrates the essential duality of existence; the possibility of different interpretations of reality as well as providing the opportunity to experience and interpret the past (the unimaginable) first-hand. Especially the latter is significant because it highlights the complexity and chaotic reality of the past that resists the simplistic, orderly interpretation foisted on the reader by historical documentation. As Ouma implies in Imaginings of Sand, it is not truth per se that is significant but the fact that different versions of reality should be acknowledged. 
Conclusion
Gordimer, Joubert and Brink attempt to re-define and re-write, from a postcolonial perspective, the role of women in South African society and to emphasise their dual role as women and citizens. Similar to A Sport of Nature, in which Hillela acts as a hybrid of the disparate cultures, Leo's child represents a mixture of the past and the present. Its birth prognosticates a new kind of vision for the future. In contrast to Hillela, whose final position seems to hinge on her sexuality, Leo illustrates that personal commitment is concomitant with political conscientization and responsibility. Defying stereotypical roles, the new heroine offers an alternative and is able to assume various modes of independence. She turns herself into the subject of a discourse in which her female ancestors have so far featured as stereotypes and objects. Joubert's oeuvre illustrates the creative and regenerative ability of literature to reconstruct and rewrite the past. In a similar vein, Brink also emphasises the role of women in assuming responsibility for their own future. Kristien effectively illustrates this idea when she realises that it is her responsibility to continue women's fight for justice or else all their suffering would have been in vain. She perceives her written account as an act of "foretelling" the past, similar to "the way prophets foretell the future" (Imaginings: 175) and realises the significance of choice when she resolves: I have chosen this place, not because I was born here and feel destined to remain; but because I went away and then came back and now am here by choice. Perhaps for the first time in my life it is a decision that has not been forced on me from outside, by circumstances, but which has been shaped inside myself, like a child in the womb. This one I shall not deny. It is mine (Imaginings: 349). However, in a much broader sense, Gordimer, Joubert and Brink also contribute towards the literary reconstruction of a "multi-voiced" history of their country. They rely on authentic historical/political events to consti tute the social fabric of their novels and also engage in expanding the scope of creative literary invention. In particular, the conclusions of the above-mentioned novels give a good indication of the stance of the author as well as the reader's role and responsibility in the final process of cultural accommodation. As Wright (1992:30) argues, identity should
